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M I M I SHELLER
THE ARMY OF SUFFERERS: PEASANT DEMOCRACY IN
THE EARLY REPUBLIC OF HAITI
Although metaphorically located on the "periphery" of the nineteenth-cen-
tury world system, the Republic of Haiti was very much at the center of the
processes of democratization and de-democratization that shaped the
Atlantic world.' The very existence of Haiti as the first American republic
to free itself not only from colonial rule but also from slavery defined the
parameters of a worldwide struggle over freedom and citizenship for all for-
mer slaves and their descendants. Yet outside of Haiti itself, there is only a
minor historiography of the postrevolutionary period (with a few signifi-
cant exceptions2) and Anglophone interest usually jumps glibly from
Haitian independence to the U.S. occupation of 1915-30. Framed as a story
of failed government and continuous coups, these teleological accounts
slide easily into the dismal Duvalier years, the plummeting impoverishment
of Haiti, and the instability of Haitian democracy in recent times (cf.
Diederich & Burt 1986; Wilentz 1989; Weinstein & Segal 1992). Anthony
1. Earlier versions of this article were presented to Warwick University's Centre for
Caribbean Studies in November 1998, and to the Association of Caribbean Historians
Annual Conference, April 11-17, 1999, Havana, Cuba, whose participants I thank for
their comments. Support for this research was provided by an Eleanor Goldmark Black
dissertation fellowship from the New School for Social Research, the MacArthur
Program in Global Change and Liberalism, and a postdoctoral fellowship at the
University of Michigan's Center for Afroamerican and African Studies. This work also
draws on Chapter 5 of Mimi Sheller, Democracy after Slavery: Black Publics and
Peasant Radicalism in Haiti and Jamaica (2000). All translations from French are my
own unless otherwise noted in the bibliography.
2. The most significant contemporary work on post-independence Haiti is Nicholls
1996. Others cover the nineteenth century within larger overviews (Moi'se 1988; Dupuy
1989; Trouillot 1990; Bellegarde-Smith 1990), from a foreign diplomatic perspective
(Plummer 1992), or from a more literary perspective (Dash 1997). For a crucial discus-
sion of the "silencing" of Haiti's history, cf. Trouillot 1995.
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Maingot (1996) would even attribute Haiti's ongoing political instability to
the long-term failure of "national norms" due to its violent decolonization.3
If some choose to see the Haitian Revolution as a crucial advance towards
universal freedom (cf. James 1989), these more critical narratives imply
that it left permanent scars that did not heal.
What went wrong with the Haitian project of self-liberation? Unlike
other groups emancipated from slavery, who struggled to assert their new
rights of citizenship, the free peasantry of Haiti are often described as being
politically apathetic, socially disorganized, and overly enamored of caudil-
lo leaders (e.g., Mintz 1989:298; Stinchcombe 1995:252, 286). This judge-
ment is in part based on a reading of nineteenth-century sources, many of
which concluded that the Haitian people were not ready to rule themselves.
As the British Consul General Charles Mackenzie (1970:xi) charged, "Haiti
is in its infancy; and the population formed out of discordant materials, is
precisely in the state that might be anticipated by any one at all conversant
with the history of Mankind." From this perspective, the Haitian
Revolution was a triumph of African "barbarism" over French civilization
and the Haitian people were alleged to be politically immature and inca-
pable of good government (Sheller 1999; cf. Nicholls 1974).
Even in recent times the failure of Haitian democracy is continually
attributed to its "political culture," despite the best efforts of external forces
like the U.S. military to "uphold" or "restore" democracy in Haiti.4 A typi-
cal example of this story of failure is Amy Wilentz's popular account of
Haiti since Duvalier. However sympathetic she may be toward the Haitian
plight, Wilentz (1989:207) asserts that "cults of personality and a reliance
on spoils and revenge have characterized Haitian politics." Although criti-
cal of those who have attributed this inefficiency and violence to "an
African trait," she proposes that it grew out of Haiti's unique history of
"slave revolt," which she claims was led by men who had purposely been
denied education by the French. These ignorant slaves, in explicit contrast
to the "elite cadres" who led the American Revolution, according to
Wilentz, could not possibly have had the "political roots" enabling them to
establish a successful government. Thus, the ignorant
3. Maingot (1996:76) suggests that in contrast to Haiti, the British West Indies
enjoyed "a normative context all groups could participate in," because they had thank-
fully and wisely chosen a non-revolutionary "conservative path to liberation."
4. As The New York Times reported, for example, the withdrawal of a regular
American military presence from Haiti in January 2000 would be a "blow" to the "thou-
sands of Haitians [who] have benefited [from it] ... [and] countless more [who] have
taken psychological comfort." It then quotes the current U.S. ambassador to Haiti,
Timothy Carney, who chides: "The real challenge is for Haitians to come together and
address their past so that they can come up with answers that will help them create their
future ... The political culture has got to change." David Gonzalez, "Haiti's Paralysis
Spreads as U.S. Troops Pack Up," The New York Times, November 10, 1999.
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slaves of Haiti had only two models on which to base an idea of gover-
nance: the plantation and the tribe. Though some of their leaders had
learned to read and write, they could not, nor did they try to, impose a
new form of order on the Haitian people ... Slaves became peasants, and
their descendants have remained peasants (Wilentz 1989:207-8).
These benighted serfs, it would seem, make easy fodder for dictators like
Duvalier.
Aside from the fact that this account ignores Haiti's long constitutional
history and highly distinguished and accomplished nineteenth-century intel-
lectuals, this conception of Haitian political culture rests on a set of deep
assumptions about the social origins of democracy. The limitations of
democracy in Haiti (and the Hispanic Caribbean) here serve as foils to the
allegedly deeply democratic political cultures of the British Commonwealth
Caribbean or the United States (cf. Dominguez, Pastor & Worrell 1993).
Democracy is understood as more viable in the British West Indies because
of its gradual process of emancipation, its inheritance of British institutions,
and its colonial tutelage (Payne 1993). The "grand narrative" of democrati-
zation - supposedly enacted by enlightened metropolitan social movements
and consolidated over centuries in places like France, the United States, and
Great Britain - consists of a progressive tale of the spread of enlightenment
and humanitarian values, including the abolition of slavery. It is a bour-
geois-led phenomenon (Moore 1966) and, as Wilentz (1989:208) says, "No
vast, resentful bourgeoisie that would clamor for equal access to resources
and for some kind of democracy has come into being in Haiti."
I would suggest, however, that this hegemonic view of Haiti's faulty
political culture is itself a product of the original hostile diplomatic reaction
to the shock of a successful slave revolution in the midst of a booming
slave-based transatlantic economy. Haiti's postindependence political
development formed part of a wider international process of anti-demo-
cratic reaction to slave emancipation in many postslavery states of the
Americas, including both the United States of America and British colonies
such as Jamaica. In the case of the British West Indies, it has been recog-
nized that colonial policy entailed limitations to democracy, in particular
through the implementation of Crown Colony Rule.5 Likewise, in the
United States there is recognition that freed slaves lost out on the promise
of freedom in the post-Reconstruction reunification of North and South
(Foner 1988; DuBois 1992; Marx 1998). I want to suggest that democracy
was also rolled back in Haiti (rather than simply being absent).
5. Rodney 1981; Holt 1992; Heuman 1994; Sheller 2000.
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When Sidney Mintz (1989:297) wrote that, "Seemingly mute and invis-
ible, apparently powerless, the peasantry of Haiti remind one of Marx's
famous dictum that peasants possess organization only in the sense that the
potatoes in a sack of potatoes are organized," he was referring to the twen-
tieth-century postoccupation period. However, he then goes on to note that
"it is also clear that a century ago the national government was responsive
to the peasantry in ways that it has not been since, and that peasant politi-
cal resistance did, in fact, once manifest itself." What implications does this
earlier period of political contention have for our understanding of the
development of democracy in Haiti, and more widely in the postslavery
Americas? More careful attention to the interplay of elite discourses of
democracy and popular political movements suggests that there was a pop-
ular radical democratic ideology amongst the Haitian peasantry in the nine-
teenth century. This article aims to demonstrate that the original antislavery,
anticolonial, and egalitarian premises of the Haitian Revolution did not
simply die out in the postindependence period. Arising out of the ashes of
self-liberation from slavery, peasant democratic republicanism lived on in a
popular vision of national liberty, civic fraternity, and racial equality,
expressed through the Piquet Rebellion and other instances of popular
mobilization in defense of democratic citizenship.
Based in part on a larger comparative historical study of the roots of
democracy in the postslavery Caribbean (Sheller 2000), this article will
focus on Haitian debates concerning popular political participation in the
context of the Liberal Revolution of 1843 and the Piquet Rebellion of 1844.
The liberal challenge to President Jean-Pierre Boyer's authoritarian regime
created a window of opportunity in which political ideologies of freedom
and democratic participation were passionately expressed. A peasant
movement calling for black civil and political rights and demanding a more
democratic constitutional government emerged during the revolutionary
situation of 1843-44. They called themselves "the Army of Sufferers" and
were later known as the Piquets because of the sharpened pikes with which
they armed themselves. The events of this period have often been portrayed
as a struggle between "black" and "mulatto" factions, which in some
respects they were; however, this interpretation overlooks additional polit-
ical issues that were at stake, which are crucial to understanding the falter-
ing history of democracy in Haiti.6
6. Standard interpretations of this period usually refer to a conflict of color, leading
to a "politique de doublure" in which "black" presidents became front men for the
"mulatto" elite. See, for example, Nicholls 1996, Trouillot 1990, and Bellegarde-Smith
1990. The color terminology used in this article refers to socially constructed and polit-
ically contested categories that appeared in discourses of the period and were linked to
an international system of hierarchical "racial formations" (Omi & Winant 1986; cf.
Sheller 1999).
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Contrary to understandings of democracy in the Americas as a top-down
process of "tutelage" or as a managed "transition" fostered by external eco-
nomic or military intervention, my research suggests that Haitians have
long struggled to institute democracy from the bottom up. The ideology,
institutions, valuation, and desire for democracy were all well in place in
Haiti in the first half of the nineteenth century. The absence of democratic
tutelage (allegedly available in the British West Indies) is not, then, the rea-
son for democracy's apparent failure in Haiti. In tracing the popular move-
ment for constitutional reform and democratization in Boyer's Haiti, this
article proposes that democracy was defeated in Haiti not by popular apa-
thy or uneducated ignorance, as is implied in all theories of democratic tute-
lage, but by an institutional inability to subordinate the military to civil con-
trol. Rather than being an innate feature of Haitian political culture, this
militarization was in large part due to the international context, which
required a defensive response to the hostile diplomacy of the Great Powers.
As Mintz (1989:267) suggests, "far too little scholarship has been invested
in delineating the national and international forces that have operated to
keep Haiti poor and backward." The apparent "failure" of democracy in
Haiti is best explained in relation to the country's disadvantaged position
within a world economic and political system that was based on slavery,
colonialism, and militarism. It was that system which failed democracy not
only in Haiti, but throughout the Americas.
By focusing on a period of intense debate over democratization and
popular rights in the Republic of Haiti, I hope to show how political actors
within Haiti debated various institutional arrangements and struggled to
implement a constitution even more democratic than that of the United
States at the time. Beginning with the ideological and institutional contexts
for a democratic alliance in opposition to President Boyer, I trace the
Haitian struggle for democracy through three phases of the revolutionary
situation of 1843-44. First the liberal revolution itself, which ousted Boyer
and led to a moment of democratic effervescence. Then, the revolution
within the revolution, when an influential black landholding family mobi-
lized the smaller landholders and farmers of the south to challenge racial
inequality and the continuing "aristocracy of the skin." Finally, in the third
phase, a charismatic popular leader named Jean-Jacques Acaau emerged in
a religious-political movement in which armed peasants seized the initia-
tive, demanding economic reform, land reform, and protection of their con-
stitutional rights as Haitian citizens.
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T H E DEMOCRATIC MOVEMENT IN B O Y E R ' S H A I T I
Haiti's initial years of state formation were stamped with military order
because of the ongoing threat from France as well as a civil war which
divided the liberated colony into a Republic in the South and a Kingdom in
the North. The military footing on which the government existed impeded
civil practices of democracy (Sheller 1997). However, following President
Boyer's unification of the North and South (and invasion of the formerly
Spanish Dominican part of the island in 1822), and the steps taken toward
French recognition of Haiti's independence in the indemnification treaty of
1825, public debate and parliamentary politics began to flourish. As elec-
toral politics intensified in the 1830s, tensions emerged between the central
powers of a militarized presidency and the more democratic demands of
elected civilians who formed an opposition to the president. Some members
of this elected opposition also sought ways of opening the political process
to the small landholder.
By the early 1840s the opposition's quest for a more open form of gov-
ernance began to intersect with the peasantry's quest for the freedom, polit-
ical rights, and social justice that they - or their (grand) parents - had
fought for in the revolution and war of independence of 1791-1803. An
indigenous ideology of democracy provided the basis for an alliance
between a relatively elite (mainly muldtre) liberal opposition group who
were promoting some degree of democratization, and the large majority of
small peasants and landless agricultural workers (mainly not). Opposition
newspapers publicly articulated the political arguments and moral justifica-
tions for a cross-class alliance against a presidency that was perceived to be
autocratic and unjust. Those who opposed Boyer advocated freedom of the
press, democratic forms of government, and protection of national interests
from foreign domination. Haitians who had traveled among radical circles
in France and Britain were familiar with debates concerning the working
class, social reform, and socialism. It was at this intersection of elite radi-
calism and popular republicanism that democracy became a possibility.
The first tenet of Haitian republicanism was the exclusion of foreigners
from land ownership. An 1841 article in an oppositional newspaper, Le
Manifeste, argued that the constitutional prohibition on foreign land own-
ership was fundamental to "uprooting the colonial regime" because,
the participation of foreigners in the right of property would be fatal to our
political existence. From the day, in effect when foreigners become pro-
prietors, being capitalists, they will promptly reunite all the big properties
in their own hands, by absorbing the small properties; they will be the
masters and we the workers - they the exploiters and we the exploited.7
7. Le Manifeste, December 19, 1841, enclosed in British Foreign Office (FO),
London, 35/24, Vice Consul Ussher to Lord Aberdeen, December 21, 1841.
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The anti-Boyerists also felt it was their civic duty to bring progress to all of
Haiti's people and saw themselves as representing the interests of the black
majority. The British Consul referred to them as "the democratic party." In
1842, another opposition newspaper, Le Patriote, carried a series of articles
on "droit public" that were a sort of primer on political rights. The author
explained the democratic system of separate legislature, judiciary, and
executive as "the three great wheels which regulate the existence of the
social body and for which the motor is the people." The same piece called
for public education, public libraries, and savings banks for workers.8 In
this atmosphere of "enlightened" liberalism, calls for wider political partic-
ipation grew through the early 1840s.
More radical Haitian intellectuals cited European socialists like Saint-
Simon, Owen, and Fourier, in arguing that true democracy required the dis-
tribution of land to all, and the pooling of labor, capital, and revenue. As
one writer stated,
Association, there is the key to the organization of labor ... the social
program of the modern republic is association in industry and election in
politics ... [W]e do not conceive of democracy without the division of
lands; we admit to promoting universal suffrage and the greatest distri-
bution of property ... [T]he little properties can group themselves around
a central common where the buildings and factories necessary for the
exploitation of the groups' crops can be raised at common expense.9
While on the eve of the Liberal Revolution another writer argued in Le
Manifeste:
Association is the only way to combat the aristocracy of finance that
tends incessantly to absorb small capitals. It is the only way to arrive not
at an equality of wealth, which is impossible, but at a certain equilibri-
um, which prevents those who have more from oppressing those who
have less ... Association protects liberty in the industrial order, just as in
the civil and political order.
Most strikingly, the unnamed editorialist then suggested that "emancipation
of labor" would require equal laws for all, free and equal education, and
"that capital or the instruments of production become directly accessible to
[the workers]."10
8. Le Patriote, October 19, 1842.
9. Le Patriote, October 19, 1842.
10. Le Manifeste, January 29, 1843. This discourse clearly foreshadows The
Communist Manifesto, which was published by Marx and Engels in 1848.
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In defense of the existing regime, more conservative commentators coun-
tered with arguments that the Haitian people were not ready for democracy.
As in other cases of "statist autocracy" Boyer's defenders "portrayed the
nation-state as a harmonious, integrated community in which competing class
interests could be reconciled and smoothed away by enlightened elders rul-
ing with the best interests of the society at heart" (Andrews & Chapman,
1995:20). The ruling elite dismissed the ability of the largely black peasantry
to run their own affairs. As David Nicholls (1996:91-92) has shown, they
encouragefd] Haitians to unite under the leadership of the most patriotic,
civilized and technically qualified group in the country, to legitimate the
mulatto ascendancy in the social and economic field, and to lend weight
to their claim to guide and control developments in the political sphere.
This elitist version of history dovetailed with European views of the situa-
tion, but should not overwrite the fact that there was simultaneously a more
egalitarian and participatory democratic debate taking place within Haiti.
The mobilized opposition swept the elections of 1842, but Boyer gar-
risoned twelve armed regiments in the capital. When the deputies tried to
meet, the army repulsed them. Altogether almost one third of the deputies,
including most for the capital, all from Santo Domingo, and most from the
South were forced out." Revolution was near at hand. Following this crack-
down on the elected representatives of the people, the liberal opposition
formed the secret Society for the Rights of Man and the Citizen, which in
September 1842 signed a call to arms and catalog of grievances known as the
'Manifeste de Praslin.' The Haitian historian Thomas Madiou (1988, VII), a
contemporary of the events he chronicled, describes how this revolutionary
manifesto was secretly circulated among the opposition in Les Cayes, Port-
au-Prince, Jeremie, and other towns. Small groups communicated among
themselves, swore adherence, and formed secret revolutionary societies.
The revolutionaries were also aware that they had to mobilize the peas-
ant farmers to their cause, so they brought their project directly to the peo-
ple by holding meetings in rural districts. They sought to "lead" the "culti-
vators" (or non-land-owning agricultural workers), whose support they
needed. According to Beaubrun Ardouin (1860, XL235-36), the revolu-
tionaries elaborated their ideas in conjunction with small farmers in "patri-
otic banquets" held on the
habitations of the small proprietors, to better indoctrinate them. With
speeches, with toasts, they excited the desires of these peaceful citizens
in favor of the new order of things which they hoped to found, by prom-
ising them above all a more advantageous sale of their produce.
11. FO 35/25, Ussher to Aberdeen, April 20, 1842; Le Patriote, April 13, 1842.
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Growers of coffee, the main crop of the small peasant, were appealed to in
particular, with the promise "of a better future: the education of their chil-
dren, better prices for their crops, abundance" (Madiou 1988, VII:421).
They also succeeded in gaining the backing of the market women of Port-
au-Prince who suffered a devastating fire in 1843 and were disgruntled with
the government's response to their losses, estimated at $840,000.12
With popular support for Boyer at its lowest ebb ever, the secret Society
sent a message to Charles Herard, their chosen leader in Les Cayes, that the
moment was opportune to take up arms. Word of the imminent revolution
was spread among their "coreligionnaires politiques," as Madiou calls
them, and Herard himself wrote to the "Giron of Jeremie" to ensure their
support. It is significant that at this early stage in the revolution, Herard
himself was fearful of a popular uprising; he recommended "above all that
no cultivators be introduced into the ranks of the national guard, which
must be composed only of proprietors, sons of proprietors, farmers, and
under-farmers, etc."13 This fear of an uprising of the cultivators indicates
the extent to which this was an elite, not a popular, movement, despite
claims to the contrary. The revolutionary faction in Jeremie, in particular,
feared a popular uprising; as Madiou (1988, VII:443) observed, "it is evi-
dent that they wanted to overturn the government, all the while maintaining
the people in order and in agricultural labor ... [saying, in effect,] stay calm,
keep working, we will take care of your interests." Nevertheless, what
began as an elite movement had to mobilize rural supporters to succeed
against Boyer's armed forces. This fragile alliance succeeded temporarily,
but its underlying inequality was soon exposed in the face of growing
demands from a mobilized peasantry.
The revolutionaries gathered at Praslin, Herard's property outside of Les
Cayes, and on January 31, 1843, they formed a "committee of the popular
government" which issued its first circular dated "40th year of Independence
and 1st year of the Regeneration." Once again, though, elite fear of a black
uprising was paramount; they advised their supporters
to cooperate with the local authorities and the rural [police] officers on
the necessary means for maintaining order, assuring public tranquility,
and mobilizing the work of the countryside ... [E]ncourage the habitants
to persevere in their labor ... [T]hey must have entire confidence in the
efforts that we are making to ameliorate the people's condition (Madiou
1988, VII:443).
12. FO 35/26, Ussher to Admiralty, January 14, 1843. For further discussion of
women and citizenship in Haiti in this period, see Sheller 1997.
13. Herard aine to Honore Fery, president du comite de Jeremie, 15 Janvier 1843, in
Madiou 1988, VII:436.
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Even Madiou recognized the hypocrisy of this fearful elite. Their efforts
succeeded, however, as Herard's 5,000 insurgents marched into Jeremie
and were "welcomed openly by the leading citizens."14
The locally stationed 17th and 18th regiments joined the new popular
government in Jeremie. On February 3, over three thousand men crowded
the Place d'Armes to cheer as two generals were sworn in as members of
the provisional government. An act was passed (and signed by over three
hundred men), stating the people's grievances against Boyer for "lacerating
the social pact, attacking the inviolability of the national deputies, and anni-
hilating public and individual liberties" (Madiou 1988, VII.-445). They jus-
tified their actions in a letter to the governor of Jamaica, whose support they
sought, encouraged by Britain's recent abolition of slavery and apparent
support for democracy. They had "appealed to Arms," they wrote, "to claim
their rights which the Authorities had endeavored to violate by the intend-
ed arrestation of some distinguished citizens, for no other cause than the
expression of liberal opinions."15 They claimed to have six thousand armed
supporters and - after marching through the country - eventually reached
Port-au-Prince with twelve thousand.
When government troops sent from the capital met the revolutionary army
in the South, many soldiers refused to fight and whole regiments deserted en
masse to the provisional government. The descriptions of this largely peace-
ful, yet revolutionary situation are quite remarkable. According to one British
officer,
all the Soldiers having refused to fire upon their countrymen and, when
repeatedly urged to advance by their Commandant, they went over in a
body, and recommended the General if he valued his life to make the best
of his way back to Head Quarters; indeed, it appears that the Rebels act
only upon the defensive and have not in any instance been the aggressors;
they have no uniform and many go unarmed, the leaders only wearing a
sash or girdle, and on the two parties meeting, the Deputies step out and
harangue the Loyalists, and it would appear to some purpose, as deser-
tion amongst the ranks of the latter to a considerable amount invariably
follows.16
Other accounts of the revolution confirm this method of conversion of the
troops and mass desertion. The 11th and 14th regiments "went over to the
patriots" without a shot fired, while the 4th lay down, pretending to be shot,
14. FO 35/26, Ussher to Aberdeen, February 15, 1843.
15. FO 35/27, Lord Elgin to Lord Stanley, February 16, 1843, enclosing Committee
of the People (Provisional Government, Jeremie) to Governor of Jamaica, February 7,
1843.
16. FO 35/27, Commander Robert Sharpe, H.M. Scylla, to Admiralty, enclosed in
Admiralty to Foreign Office, April 21, 1843.
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until their general fled (Madiou 1988, VII:468). Mark Bird, an English
Methodist missionary, also reported that the soldiers refused to fight the
insurgents. When shot upon,
the national guard immediately shouted "Vive le Comite populaire!" and
went over to them, followed by a considerable number of the government
troops; the rest of the President's army fled and each one saved himself
as he could.
Bird blamed Boyer's loss of popularity and the affections of his army on the
fact that he had "ruled more as an absolutist sovereign, than as simple
President of a Republic," as the people wanted.17 Another Methodist wrote
that the
Haytien Revolution of 1843 is no ordinary movement of the kind, nor
does the term revolution present the requisite idea to the mind; nearly
bloodless and accompanied by no enormities, the revolution asks in
behalf of the Son of the African his place in religious, intellectual, and
civil society.18
FROM LIBERAL " R E V O L U T I O N " TO BLACK " R E B E L L I O N "
On March 12, 1843, Boyer wrote a final act of abdication and embarked on
a British ship to Jamaica. A week later, General Charles Herard led the pop-
ular army on a triumphal march into Port-au-Prince, now renamed Port-
Republicain. They were welcomed "with delirious enthusiasm," wrote
Madiou (1988, VII.-473), with three nights of "meals, banquets, balls, fra-
ternal embraces, [and] illuminations." With Boyer gone, debate turned to
what kind of government to form and what procedures to follow in forming
it. As one participant put it in an article written shortly after the events, "one
knew not how much the Haitian population was acutely moved by the spir-
it of democracy." Only with Boyer's removal, was all revealed:
From this moment, political passions became the day in the press with
the impetuosity of a torrent that has broken its dikes. It was, as never
before, the case of saying: Democracy flowed full to the brim. And what
democracy! The shock of ideas the most heterogeneous, the alliance of
17. Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society Archives (WMMS), London, West
Indies Correspondence, Haiti, Bird to Secretaries, March 14, 1843.
18. WMMS, West Indies Correspondence, Haiti, Hartwell to Secretaries, December
6, 1843.
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principles the most contrary, of American federalism and the unitary ten-
dencies of '93; the sovereignty of the people replaced by the sovereign-
ty of the commune; at last all the intellectual extravagance of a young
people, untried and long hampered in the legitimate manifestation of
their voices (Saint-Remy 1845:681).
Some advocated an American-style system of town meetings generated
from the bottom up, while others advocated a more centralized system in
which the executive would direct the formation of local administrations.
"One spoke only of the free and independent commune," wrote Madiou
(1988, VII:486), and "as for clubs, one was passionately fond of them; it
was said they were all that is beautiful, grand, positive; they were the foyer
of enlightenment and of patriotism."
Yet as the electoral assemblies tried to hammer out a new government
and a new constitution, tensions of class and color inequality bubbled to the
surface. The democratic alliance that had briefly bridged these differences
began to buckle under the strain of the revolutionary situation. At the same
time regional divisions also took their toll, as the north and south of the
country struggled to remain united, while the Spanish-speaking Dominicans
in the east took the opportunity to declare their independence. Jealous foreign
powers, including France, Britain, and Spain, were also gathering in the
wings, ready to throw their weight whichever way seemed advantageous to
their own economic and diplomatic interests.
When the peasantry of the South, under the leadership of the black land-
owning Salomon family, turned against the provisional government, it
became clear that the elite ideology of racial equality did not represent the
reality experienced by black habitants. The South had always been a
stronghold of affranchi power and land ownership, even in colonial days,
and big coffee plantations had been maintained here after independence;
thus class solidarity of the ancien libres was probably stronger here than
elsewhere in the country. Yet it was also a region in which many black sol-
diers had been granted land under President Petion. The disturbance began
when the primary electoral assembly in Les Cayes split between a muldtre
faction supporting Edouard Grandchamp and a noir faction supporting
Salomon jeune. Neither obtained a clear majority, but in the end
Grandchamp won and excluded many black men. Madiou (1988, VII:506-
20) writes that the "elite of the black population of Les Cayes" rallied
around Salomon jeune and sent a petition complaining of color discrimina-
tion to the provisional government. The petition, signed by seventy men,
charged that Boyer had oppressed the "black class" and that this "cancer"
of "prejudice of caste" continued to destroy the unity of the nation. "[I]n
this Haiti conquered at the price of the blood of both noirs and jaunes,
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Boyer has succeeded in establishing a veritable aristocracy: he had made
the colored class the dominator of the black class" (Madiou 1988, VII:503).
The format of these initial exchanges between the provisional govern-
ment and aggrieved black citizens is significant for two reasons. First, it
demonstrates the close intermeshing of class, color, and status in Haitian
society, making it nonsensical to identify a conflict as due to one or the
other; they always operated together, as in other postslavery societies.
Second, it shows an initial attempt to act through civil, public means, e.g.,
meetings, petitions, resolutions, public manifestoes, etc. Likewise, the state
initially responded to these claims through civil channels of communica-
tion. The provisional government sent an official delegation to Les Cayes
to investigate the charges, and Salomon demanded annulment of the pri-
mary election, full participation of blacks, and that the government end
"caste prejudice." He asserted that "the country is a common heritage, that
it is by all and for all; that it was conquered by the black and the brown"
(Madiou 1988, VII:516). He prepared a long expose, declaring at its heart
that:
The unjust are those who recognize as citizens only the businessmen,
merchants, professionals, capitalists, etc. and who say they were revolt-
ed to see men with black skins, tanners, coopers, cultivators by profes-
sion, come to vote concurrently with them in the assemblies of the 15th
and 16th of June; the unjust are those who do not want to conceive that
in Haiti the negres and the mulatres are equal and constitute but one; the
unjust are those who want to ignore that we all owe our independence to
a negre, to the great Dessalines who reigns in our hearts and to whom
reparatory justice will one day raise altars (Madiou 1988, VII:512).
Use of the term negre made an even stronger claim than the more polite term
noir to represent the poorest Haitians, not just the elite. Finally, Salomon
concluded,
we are the poor pariahs that they seek to disinherit from the patrimony
conquered by our fathers, reddened by their precious blood. We want to
be equal to all, we want to see the aristocracy of skin disappear from our
society.... [W]e declare it to the nation [and] to the entire world (Madiou
1988, VII:512).
A government delegation managed to bring the two sides together, and a
concordat was signed and approved by the provisional government. It
momentarily seemed that democratic channels of communicative claim-
making had preserved peace. In the meantime, though, General Herard,
who was leading troops in the east and was not in direct communication
with the capital, received the original petition and ordered the arrest of its
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signatories. By resorting to an authoritarian response, he broke a fragile
democratic compromise between the two factions. As arrests began, the
Salomons left Les Cayes in the night,
meeting on the habitation of Castel pere, and reuniting the cultivators at
the sound of bells and the Iambi [a conch shell used as a horn to com-
municate over long distances]. They announced that they had escaped ...
because of the persecutions the mulattoes exercised against the blacks.
The cultivators responded to their appeal, armed themselves with rifles
and pikes of hardwood, and organized themselves into cavalry and
infantry (Madiou 1988, VII:521).
Government troops were quickly sent against them, and reports came to the
capital of an uprising in the South, put down by General Lazarre. The
Salomon army, "composed of approximately three hundred-or-so rifles and
five hundred-or-so hardwood pikes," was pardoned and the Salomons were
ordered to turn themselves in to the provisional government. They later left
for exile in Jamaica.19 This would not be the end of their political influence,
however, for the questions of color and class discrimination still hung in the
air and black citizens, both rural habitants and urban artisans, still demand-
ed democracy.
The constituent Assembly finally approved a new constitution ten
months after Boyer's flight. It called for the first purely civilian government
in Haiti with a four-year elected presidency. Executive, legislative, and
judicial powers were separated, and the legislature divided into a Commons
and a Senate. Representatives in the Chambre des Communes were to be
elected for three-year terms by primary assemblies in each "commune"
based on universal male suffrage at twenty-one years of age. Each depart-
ment was to have six Senators elected by electoral assemblies for six-year
terms. Rights of citizenship applied to all people of African or Amerindian
descent, but whites were still barred from Haitian citizenship. The
Constitution maintained the longstanding ban on white or foreign property
ownership and ensured a wide range of rights: inviolability of the home;
sanctity of property; the right to write, print, and to publish one's thoughts;
equality of all religious cults; free public primary schooling to be gradual-
ly phased in; the right to peaceful assembly; freedom of association; the
right of petition; and the right to use any language (Moi'se 1988:app.l; cf.
Janvier 1905:38-39).
Soon, however, it became apparent that the long-awaited constitution
was not to everyone's liking, and new fissures began to appear. Most alarm-
ingly, conflicts emerged between the civil and military branches of govern-
ment and between the new (but still mulatto-dominated) legislature and
19. Le Manifeste, September 3, 1843.
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President Herard, especially when national guardsmen refused to obey
newly elected municipal authorities in some areas. As the British consul
noted, "Herard has all along expressed his dissatisfaction at the ultra dem-
ocratic principles of the new Constitution, which he considered ill adapted
to the habits of the people, and is secretly pleased to observe a similar feel-
ing exhibiting itself in the Army."20
The conflict, then, was not simply between black and mulatto, as many
historians have argued. It was between those committed to constitutional
democracy as the best route to black equality, versus those committed to
statist militarism as the best route to power (allied with conservative big
landowners and traditional local power-holders who feared and resented
democratization). Some elements of the army were drawn to their origins
among "the people" and supported the democratic revolution, while others
(especially officers it seems) were drawn to their bread-and-butter position
and supported a reprise of military authority. Military autonomy drove a
wedge between the bourgeois/peasant democratic republican alliance, both
by offering some less wealthy men a route to power within the army, and
by planting seeds of fear of "the masses" among the wealthy elite, whatever
their color. It was the constant threat of foreign invasion that had long kept
Haiti's government on a military footing (see Sheller 1999), and it was the
resulting inability of civilians to wrest control from the military that desta-
bilized Haitian democratization.
JEAN-JACQUES ACAAU AND THE PIQUET REBELLION
Throughout March and April of 1844 President Herard was leading 30,000
troops against the Dominican independence movement, which had declared
itself in Santo Domingo in February. The poorly provisioned Haitian army
met with a number of defeats against smaller guerrilla-style forces at Azua
and other locations, and Herard declared that deserters would be shot.
Meanwhile, his cousin Herard Dumesle had been left in charge of Port
Republicain as foreign minister, and was sending unpopular press-gangs
through the city. A presidential proclamation blamed the Legislative
Assembly for the Dominican insurrection. The next day, according to
Ussher, "the Chambers were taken possession of by a military force, the
Municipality closed, and both legislators and civic authorities ordered to
shoulder their muskets and join the Army, where they might more effectu-
ally serve the Country."21 Ussher was especially concerned by reports that
the Dominican rebels were negotiating with the French to become a pro-
20. FO 35/28, General Correspondence, Ussher to Aberdeen, February 23, 1844.
21. FO 35/28, Ussher to Aberdeen, April 5, 1844.
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tectorate; the French fleet was stationed nearby and they were thought to
have offered two to three million dollars in exchange for use of the north-
ern port of Samana. The British worried that they may even have had
designs on invading Haiti itself.22
Although the Salomon uprising of August 1843 had been defeated and the
Salomons sent into exile in Jamaica, once the Dominican Republic declared
its independence the opportunity was again seized to attack Herard, whose
press gangs and closure of the National Assembly were resented. This time,
however, the popular movement was not led by big landowners like the
Salomons, but by a political-religious leader who dressed in the garb of a
peasant. As the sneering French Consul Maxime Reybaud (writing under a
pseudonym) put it:
when the new regime was consolidated, when so much fracas had ended
at nothing more than to give a few thousand epaulettes to the mulatto
youth of the Herard party, the "black people" understood that one had
decidedly forgotten them, and looked to the four cardinal points to see if
anyone would not present themselves to give them their "revolution a li"
(d'Alaux 1860:55).
His use of the Kreyol phrase was a jibe at the peasant's ignorance.
In early May, factions in the North and in the capital proclaimed the
presidency of an aged black hero of the revolution, General Guerrier.
Herard was placed under house arrest. Yet this apparent "black" victory was
no guarantee of democratic participation, and the peasant uprising in favor
of the revolution continued in the South. Half in fear, half in mockery, the
French consul wrote:
Guerrier, like Pierrot, like Dalzon, like Salomon, was only a noir, but
now came in the south a negre ... He was called Acaau, "general in chief
of the reclamations of his concitoyens," he had gigantic spurs at his
naked ankles, and, followed by a troop of bandits mostly armed with
sharpened pikes being short on rifles, he wandered about, in the interest
of "the unhappy innocents" and for "the eventuality of national educa-
tion," as the towns were depopulated in terror at his approach. Acaau was
the special spokesman in the "name of the rural population, wakened
from the slumber in which it had been plunged" (d'Alaux 1860:56).
As Leslie Manigat argues (and David Nicholls agrees), the Piquet move-
ment "was the fruit of the conjunction of interests between big and medium
black proprietors and small peasant pargellaires, equally black" (Nicholls
22. On the Dominican Republic see Hoetink 1982; FO 35/28, Ussher to Aberdeen,
August 22, September 21, October 23, and December 23, 1844; and FO 35/29,
Documents Republica Dominicana, 1844.
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1996:276, n.68). But was it simply a shared "black" identity that was the
basis for their alliance, or was it a more sophisticated political identity that
combined a critique of hierarchical divisions of color, class, and status
within a discourse of egalitarian citizenship? The careful distinctions made
between noir and negre in the political discourses of the period indicate that
this was a matter of more than color alone.
A former member of the rural police, Acaau led the revolt of the "army
of sufferers," affirming "respect for the Constitution, Rights, Equality,
Liberty." In a number of proclamations printed in the newspapers, he called
for the return of the Salomons from exile and an end to martial law; he also
blamed the new government for failing to live up to its promises.23 The
British consul observed that Acaau "is a man of some instruction for a
negro, has great influence over his followers which he has acquired by
Obeah [sic] practices, and affects the dress of a labourer."24 Reybaud
described him as a bandit:
Following the black reaction of 1844, the bandit Acaau came barefoot to
the wayside cross of the parish, dressed in a species of canvas packing-
sheet and wearing a little straw hat, and there publicly vowed not to
change his clothing until the orders of "divine Providence" were execut-
ed. Then, turning towards the negro peasants convened by the sound of
the Iambi, Acaau explained that "divine Providence" ordered the poor
people, first to chase out the mulattos, second to divide up the mulatto
properties (d'Alaux 1860:111).
He was backed by a religious leader named Frere Joseph, who clarified that
what was meant were not color distinctions alone, but distinctions of class
or status. The famous phrase is worth repeating in its full form: "The rich
Negro who can read and write is mulatto; the poor mulatto who cannot read
nor write is Negro" (d'Alaux 1860:112). The link to literacy is often skipped
when a shortened version of this quote is cited (cf. Trouillot 1990:120;
Nicholls 1996:78), yet it is crucial in showing how Haitian peasants recog-
nized literacy (as well as class) as a status boundary excluding them from
civil and political participation. Acaau's words, his presence at the cross-
roads, and his clothing all indicated his liminal class position and his open-
ing of politics to the peasantry.
Thus the Piquet movement had more aims than simply the seizure of
mulatto property. The democratic ideology behind this movement is seldom
appreciated for its radical egalitarian implications, which went far beyond
questions of color alone. While elite and foreign commentators at the time
interpreted his actions as a war between the races, Acaau's own proclama-
23. See Le Manifeste, May 26, 1844.
24. FO 35/28, Ussher to Aberdeen, May 24, 1844.
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tions asserted that "it is not, nor can it be a question, in any circumstance, of
a war of color."25 The French consul compared Piquet ideology, in retrospect,
to that of the European movements of 1848, calling it "negro communism":
"Unhappy innocence" plays, for example, the same role in the proclama-
tions of Acaau as "the exploitation of man by man" in certain other
proclamations. "The eventuality of national education," this other chord
of Acaau's humanitarian lyre, corresponds visibly to "free and obligato-
ry instruction," and in so far as he reclaims in the name of the cultivators,
who are the workers down there, "reduction in the price of foreign mer-
chandise and augmentation in the value of their crops," the black social-
ist has certainly found the clearest and most comprehensible formula for
this problem of the white Acaaus: reduction of work and increase of
salaries (d'Alaux 1860:115).
It is clear from these descriptions from both within the movement and from
outside observers that the Haitian peasantry had a class-based ideology, and
identified their enemies in terms of class and status exclusions, not simply
on the basis of skin color. Theirs were the hybrid peasant/proletarian aims
of other postemancipation social movements in the Caribbean. Their griev-
ances were not simply a reaction against "mulattoes," but against abuses of
law, violations of the constitution, and subversion of their hard-won demo-
cratic rights.
The Piquets defeated government troops and gained control of much of
the South, but eventually accepted Guerrier's presidency. They were final-
ly dispersed and defeated, Acaau's support eroded, and he was tricked into
surrendering and sentenced by court martial to five years imprisonment.
The Salomon family were recalled from exile, but rather than support the
Piquets, they are judged to have "used their influence in the South to con-
tribute to the neutralization of the Acaau movement in 1844" (Moise
1988:206). Salomon became a senator and influential minister, but never
sought the democratization for which "the Army of Sufferers" had fought.
This failure to unite the noirs and the negres destroyed the Haitian demo-
cratic republican project, and contributed to the subsequent emergence of
General Faustin Soulouque as emperor. He rejected democratic republican
institutions and unleashed violent repression on the liberal muldtre faction.
This was not the triumph of blacks over mulattoes, but the triumph of sta-
tist autocracy over the potentially democratic alliance of radical segments
of the elite, the black small land-owning class, and republican peasants and
cultivators. Yet the Piquets would continue to influence Haitian popular
politics for decades to come, especially in 1865 and 1868.
25. J. Acaau, "Ordre du Jour," April 23, 1844, enclosed in FO 35/28, Ussher to
Aberdeen, May 2, 1844.
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As Claude Moise (1988:169) writes,
The piquettiste wave of 1868 was the third since 1844. Each time, the
interventions came in periods of sharp political crisis within the ruling
classes, provoking reactions of panic not only among the bourgeoisie of
the South, but also among those of the West. If the agrarian claims of the
piquets appear clear and precise, their political claims, their mode of
organization, and their methods of struggle, are not well known.
The documents that come directly from Acaau, however, suggest some
clues. The Piquets attempted to use democratic means of political address,
justifying their claims in public proclamations and in newspapers, and seek-
ing to uphold the democratic constitution of 1843. They mobilized sup-
porters on the basis of out-door public gatherings and emphasized public
education and broadening of political inclusion. They symbolically utilized
the dress and Kreyol speech of the peasantry, showing in action the equal-
ity that they espoused. The timing, form, and stated grievances and
demands of the Piquets all suggest a class-conscious movement, with radi-
cal democratic aims and a clear critique of landowner-merchant domination
and unmitigated control of the state. We can call this a democratization
movement because it carried on in the tradition of the anti-colonial and anti-
slavery movements of the late eighteenth century, and represents the far-
thest "left wing" of democratic republicanism, despite its location outside
of the metropolitan core. Its failure goes back to the militarization of the
Haitian state, rather than to any kind of reputed fault in Haitian political
culture. It is certainly clear that North American narratives of the lack of a
democratic political culture in Haiti reflect an ignorance of the complex
events that took place in the republic in the nineteenth century.
CONCLUSION
The bitter paradox of Haitian history is that its successful revolutionary
struggle to overcome slavery left the new republic with all the tools for
democracy but one, and that the most fundamental: subordination of the
military to civil control. If we step back and consider why the military was
such an important feature of Haitian government in the nineteenth century,
it is clear that the international context had a crucial impact, as it has done
in more recent instances of attempted democratization (Rueschemeyer,
Stephens & Stephens 1992; Paige 1997). France refused to recognize
Haiti's independence and there were strong pressures on the French gov-
ernment from the anciens colons and their aggrieved heirs, who floated
plans for military conquest of Haiti up until the 1840s. Britain followed suit
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and would not recognize Haiti until 1838, after its abolition of slavery; the
United States also held out until 1863, following its own emancipation
proclamation, and put pressure on the South American republics to also iso-
late Haiti. This international diplomatic quarantine of the "black republic"
was reinforced by the erection of high tariff barriers against Haitian exports
such as coffee. The result of these policies was that Haitian indigenous
democracy was thwarted by those who controlled the world economy based
on the slave trade, countries deeply threatened by the existence of a free
"black republic" (see Sheller 1999).
Thus Haiti's experiment in republican self-government was strangled by
duplicitous diplomacy, imposition of debt, and hard-biting European and
North American policies of selective economic embargo and protective tar-
iff walls. In this respect Haiti was a laboratory for later North-South rela-
tions and a model for the containment of anticolonial emancipation move-
ments. Meanwhile, European and North American depictions of Haiti as
primitive and politically immature, incapable of establishing "modern"
political institutions, have served to deflect attention from the role of the
"champions" of democracy in stifling democratization where it was a clear
threat to colonial interests. As Sidney Mintz (1989:297) points out in refer-
ence to the twentieth century in Haiti, "North American hegemony ... may
have played a bigger role than has generally been recognized in the isola-
tion of the Haitian peasantry from national decision-making." Reclaiming
the long history of popular democratic struggle in Haiti - and the adamant
resistance of the Western powers to that struggle — places the history of
democracy in the Americas in a new light.
In contrast to the temporal and spatial construct of "Western democra-
cy" from which the anachronistic "backward" islands of the Caribbean
have been excluded, when we re-calibrate the narrative and focus on hid-
den turning points, the plot thickens. The struggle of a rising bourgeois
class against an agrarian elite is not the only condition for the emergence of
democracy, as Barrington Moore (1966) posited (cf. Paige 1997).
Democracy in Haiti was most vociferously defended by the postslavery
peasantry. We can add to this a number of crucial observations on the ori-
gins and structure of democratic movements in the Americas.
Democratization is not simply an internal process of class struggle, but
always occurs within an international context in which multiple causal
mechanisms interact. Secondly, it is uneven in its temporal development,
with backward as well as forward steps, rather than a simple progressive
linear narrative. And thirdly, its ideological and social origins lie in a wide
range of dispersed locales and fragmented struggles in many different parts
of the world, including the postslavery Caribbean, rather than always ema-
nating from either the national or the global "center" out to the periphery.
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